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0. Preflight

+

Instruction Manual

+

Imagine take-off: The plane speeds up and
ascends from the ground. The sense of
displacement is heightened and gravity only
fosters more disoriention. A flattened view
of the world unfolds in front of your eyes,
so close yet so distant, not unlike a map of
a faraway land on a digital screen. You are
used to this view already.
Imagine you are flying through—
an LCD screen,
a monitor,
a projector,
a pixel,
a memory card,
an LED light,
a programming statement,
a sound wave,
a glitch…
Among the distant clouds you cannot
touch, there emerges a horizon of a new
dimension. This is a digital flatland of fantasy
and fiction that can only be dimensionalized
in your imagination.
I am a flâneur in the information age,
wandering through augmented reality.

+

+

I explore—
digital materiality as noun.

showcasing the material manifestation of the
digital world,

system logic as pronoun.

appropriating the logic as well as the illogic of
the machine,

computer vision as verb.

rendering a world through digital imaging and
computational aesthetics,

deceptive realism as adjective.

revealing the complexity of reality and realism in
digital imaging,

if/then as adverb.

borrowing the “if/then statement” from
computer programming to address the action of
contextual shift and conditional intervention.
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Abstract
The impact of the Internet and digitization
is pervasive and pervious. Users constantly
interface with a constructed virtual world of
worlds, simulated by signs and representations.
The web content appears to exist but only
fades into oblivion. Digital imageries promise
the HD real but can never be as phenomenal
as our physical experience, and instead render
an alternative fantasy of deceptive factuality.
This is a hyperlinked network of data and pixel
information that takes no solid permanent
shape, and claims zero responsibility for
altering and molding our consciousness in this
technological fiction.
Dimensional Flatland: Beamer, Drone
& Flash Drive responds to such phenomena
with provocative and poetic gestures: The
work appropriates the views of the machines,
whose logic and illogic I employ to generate
an abstract realm to criticize and dramatize,
and to represent the simulated immaterial
world in conflict with the “real” material one
with which we are familiar. It probes into the
mechanism of realism through digital imaging,
and examines different modes of expression
and representation with self-criticality.
Graphic design deals more and more
frequently with screen-based media, and yet
the screen is not a neutral medium but an
aggressive glow. Our spectatorship with the

+

screen has transformed from a pure fascination
into a desire for participation and intervention—
from an outside position to a critical insider role.
Unveiling the invisible and intangible mechanism
behind the screen, this thesis presents a series
of work that liberates digital tools from their
prescriptive functional constraints, traces
back to the point of origin, and evokes our very
sensibility and imagination in the hyperspace.

+

+

I.

+

Beamer

20
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*

A beamer is an immediate portal that transports 2D visuals
into a physical world on the white wall. It is a surface-to-surface
communication, where things are materialized through different
sources of light—ethereal, intangible, and yet substantial. A beamer
uses light to construct a temporary physical stage that augments
the presence of the projected work, elevates its status, puts it on
display, grabs the eyes of the audience, and sheds a spotlight on a

virtual scene. It is a three-dimensional setting for two-dimensional
stories, which materializes and consolidates the very existence of
the imageries, and articulates an immediate and confrontational
relationship between the projection and the viewer.

21
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Immaterial Surfing

1

+

Lev Manovich, Cinema by Numbers

In The Language of New Media, the new media
theorist Lev Manovich claims that “rather
than being a neutral medium of presenting
information, the screen is aggressive. It
functions to filter, to screen out, to take over,
rendering nonexistent whatever is outside its
frame”.1 The screen is a glowing allure, a flat
space of a new dimension that separates and
simultaneously bridges the two worlds of the
material and the immaterial.
Digital materiality refers to the material
quality of virtual objects, 2D imageries,
technological spaces, digital interactions and
so on, which are born and live on the screen. It
describes the quality of the verisimilitude—a
flat, polished and artificial representation of our
everyday living environment that constantly
updates and versions itself. The tangibility of
the virtual world is an oxymoron; the black box
remains a mystery.
My project Scroll Book Scroll probes
into the visual vocabulary in digital and analog
terms, and stages the cyclical interplay between
tangibility and intangibility. I collect various
kinds of scroll bars as I surf the web. As a print
piece, it is meant for group performance and
interaction, tracing the timeline of the scroll bar
design in Macintosh systems as the audience
scroll down the book. Appropriating the form
of the paper scroll and the paper towel, this
piece alludes to the intellectual as well as the
everyday mundane.

Lev Manovich, The Language of
New Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT,
2002), 96.
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Scroll Book Scroll, Digital Print

+Scroll Book Scroll
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Scroll Book Scroll comments on the active
exchange between digital and physical
interactions, by restaging the everyday screenbased scrolling action back to its origin point.
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Digital Gravity

“Can digital artifacts have materiality?
The adjective ‘material’ seems to refer to some
property of the technology (in these cases,
software) that provides users with the capability
to perform some action. Calling these
properties out with the adjective ‘material’
seems a ploy to remind the reader that the
software–in–use does things that cannot be
reduced to human intention or action.”

2

+

Rafaël Rozendaal, colorflip.com

—Paul M. Leonardi2

Paul M Leonardi, “Digital
materiality? How artifacts
without matter, matter.” First
Monday, Volume 15, Number 6–7.
June 2010. http://firstmonday.
org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/
view/3036/2567. Accessed March
28, 2016.
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+Our sense of gravity is gradually displaced
and disoriented in the constant shift between
our 3D living environment and 2D screens.
Space is abstracted and distorted in the digital
landscape. Perspectives are defined by points
and the sectional experience is an eternal
absence. Representations in high contrast and
high definition blur the boundary between the
reality and its aestheticized ideal.
Our physical environment manifests
itself in fuller and fuller forms as images and
also moving images on screens of various
dimensions nowadays. As the philosopher Slavoj
Žižek proclaims, “just as decaffeinated coffee
smells and tastes like real coffee without being
real coffee, Virtual Reality is experienced as
reality without being so. What happens at the
end of this process of virtualization, however, is
that we begin to experience ‘real reality’ itself
as a virtual entity.” 3 Our very perception of the
world becomes more and more affected by its
image representations on screens.

3
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Slavoj Žižek, Welcome to the Desert
of the Real (London, New York:
Verso, 2012), 11.
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+Immaterial Feather Falling

Immaterial Feather Falling, Website

Immaterial Feather Falling portrays a jarring
motion of a feather falling while appropriating
the stock image language as its graphic
representation on a computer screen.
This single-serve website constructs
a gravitational force that yields to the autoscroll-down action as an automated process; the
feather falls towards a false ground that does
not invite for lingering. The motion of the feather
is subtle and yet continuous, randomized based
on algorithms. When hovering over or clicking
on the feather, the feather will shake and move
around a bit but can’t be fetched by the user. It
moves back and forth as if it were constantly
disturbed by breath of air.
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+Cyber Rubber Duck

In a similar vein, the project Cyber Rubber Duck
translates the physical action of playing with
a rubber duck onto the screen. Here the
rubber duck is replaced by a duck image, and
the human hand by a big cursor hand. The
image of the rubber duck is distorted when it
is clicked and at the same time, the audio files
of squeezing rubber duck are played based on
a randomizer. In this webpage, the users are
interacting with the image of an object as if they
were interacting with the real physical object. It
humorously responds to the culture of how we
encounter the image of an art object more often
than the object itself on the Internet.4

4

+

Gene McHugh. Post Internet: Notes
on the Internet and Art, 12.29.09
09.05.10. (Brescia: LINK Editions,
2011).
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Cyber Rubber Duck, Website
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Computer Graphics, Cornell University

snapshot01 (2012), 3D scan file
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The Virtual Self
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Computer Graphics, Cornell University

snapshot02 (2012), 3D scan file

+

+

Re-rendered Selfie, Digital Print

+

Re-rendered Selfie

+

As designers and users, we constantly deal
with digital devices and software on a daily
basis. These digital tools and computers
have their very own minds, personalities and
expressive gestures to work with. In this
project, I use the old data file of the 3D scan
of myself, and render the files with different
settings. The highly contemporary language
of rendering, with a juxtaposition of figurative
and abstract expressions shows both the

48

+

capability and the limitation of digital imaging
and rendering. The 3D scan understands my
face as surface mapping, and 3D objects in
general as scanned images in different picture
planes that’s imperfect and incomplete. The
human face is rendered as a digital masking, a
dimensional landscape of lines and data forms.
This rendered version of myself becomes both
extremely familiar and strangely unfamiliar as a
lifeless being.
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All the files are rendered in the software
Meshlab with different modes and settings.

FOV: 60
FPS: 6.7

FOV: 60
FPS: 12.9
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FOV: 60
FPS: 12.8

FOV: 60
FPS: 12.5
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FOV: 60

FOV: 60

FPS: 75.2

FPS: 75.8
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FOV: 60

FOV: 60

FOV: 60

FPS: 20.6

FPS: 20.5

FPS: 55.2

FOV: 60

FOV: 60

FOV: 60

FPS: 20.6

FPS: 18.9

FPS: 17.5

FOV: 60

FOV: 60

FOV: 60

FPS: 20.5

FPS: 22.2

FPS: 26.8
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+Scarlett Avatars
In the project Scarlett Avatars, I focus on the
constructed personalities of robotic voices
in text-to-speech technology on the Internet.
In this first volume of the accordion books, I
generated a series of audio of female robotic
voices pronouncing my name “Scarlett Xin
Meng,” and in this way, establish intimacy
with these virtual talking avatars. This project
includes two versions—one for female robotic
voices in red, and the other for male robotic
voices in grey.

Cast
acapela-group
fromtexttospeech
imtranslator
iSpeech
IVONA
NaturalReader
oddcast
text2speech
yakitome
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Scarlett Avatars v.1, Accordion Book
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Diego
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II.

+

Drone
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*

The drone is an adventurous and tireless photographer in the
information age, an expert of automation, approximation,
calculation and simulation. It flies over our head and captures
images of geographic territories and happenings from high above
the ground. The aerial view has become a canonical way to map out
the world because a drone means a higher altitude, a bigger picture,
and a more precise objectivity. It is a very inhumane angle from
which to look at the world and, in a way, brings us closer to the gods.
The aerial view produces a flattened representation of the world that
we do not actually experience, in which the volumetric and sectional
experiences completely diminish, and instead are abstracted into
infographic allure of the vast land, the reality we dwell in.
But the reality is a variant, a loose image of fragmented parts that
we can never fully grasp as entirety. We are accustomed to observing
fragments, variation and deformation of reality on different screens
via different tools. To picture or simulate the world seamlessly
from a singular perspective with one device is an impossible effort,
challenged by its own assumed and fragile connections between
67

+

+disparate moments of memory data that we try to force rationality
upon. The information network is in perpetual territorial
expansion and exponentially encompasses more and more intricate
heterogeneous perspectives in tandem and in flux, with residues of
mathematical errors and visual glitches as by-products. The totality
of the mind remains an elusive concept and a theoretical paradox.
My work, like a drone, appropriates the views of machines and maps
out the represented world in conflict with the reality. It highlights
the dissolution of the binary between the subjective experience and
the “objective” representation, contrasts the difference between the
informational and the informative, and exposes the mechanism
of the mechanical eye we constantly rely on as our pseudo eyes to
explore the unreachable dimensions of the world.
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Next page:
David Hockney, Pearlblossom Highway
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Simulated Lies

Deconstructing and reconstructing the physical
environment through fragments of images could
date back to Cubism, where multiple clashing
perspectives unveil our non-linear experience of
the reality. The photomontage of David Hockney
is an example along this lineage.Photography,
once believed to only document the reality
with honesty and sincerity, is employed to tell a
highly constructed visual narrative.

5

+

Jon Rafman, 9 Eyes of Google Street View

In a similar vein, in Google Street View, images
are captured by an automated process,
executed by computer programs and algorithms
without much human interference, and then the
disparately captured moments of life events
are collaged together to form a continuous
convincing reality that never really co-exist. In
this particular image collected by Jon Rafman
(next page), an old man was captured twice
by the Google Street View cameras when
strolling slowly along the road. It is such an
uncanny image that freezes and composites two
fragments of life into a collaged reality through
the camera eye with a sense of mysterious
contigency.5 Camouflaged as a convincing
real event, the mechanic process of how these
images are produced reveals its math error,
visual glitch and visible distance from the reality
it wants to be.

Domenico Quaranta. Collect the
WWWorld: The Artist as Archivist
in the Internet Age. (Brescia, Italy:
LINK Editions, 2011), 50.
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+360 Degree Reality—Phase I
Inspired by the fact that Google Street View
cars take photos extensively and merge them
into a verisimilitude on Google maps, I collected
and collaged Google Street View screenshots
of CIT, the most familiar site of ours, and make
all disparate sectional images of parts into a
website of a long scroll.

+
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360 Degree Reality, Website
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+360 Degree Reality—Phase II

This experiment explores the creation of
panorama with smart phones, the constructed
language of multiple vanishing points in warped
spaces. While conventionally panorama is made
to express the vast continuity of horizontal
landscape, I use the format to test out the
vertical spaces, including stairways, elevators,
and other kinds of ceiling to floor and sky-toground environments.
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Stairs I

Stairs II
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Hallway

+

Lecture Space

Study Area
79

Elevator

+

+

landscape

object

a.

b.

In addition, I explore photographing a panoramic
image of objects instead of landscape, taking a
continuous image while walking around and reading
the object to obtain its full 360 degree view. I
use book objects specifically because a book has
strictly defined parts from all four sides—front,
back, spine and fore-edge. The relative positions of
the camera and the photographed are reversed in
these two cases.
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A Robotic Toddler
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Jan Dibbets, Perspective Correction, My Studio II

The Dutch artist Jan Dibbets produced a series
of projects on perspective correction in late
60s, which illustrates the difference between
what the camera sees and what the eye sees. In
this piece Perspective Correction, My Studio II,
Dibbets “corrected“ the recessive perspective
of the square shape he created in the studio
space, so that it would appear to be flat in the
photograph. In this way, Dibbets inserts a twodimensional view in the three dimensional field,
and comments on the implications of the planeimplosion afforded by the camera.
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+Robotic Eyes
In Simulacra and Simulation, the French theorist
Jean Baudrillard poses the following question:
“But what if God himself can be simulated, that
is to say can be reduced to signs that constitute
faith? Then the whole system becomes
weightless, it is no longer anything but a gigantic
simulacrum—not unreal, but simulacrum, that
is to say never exchanged for the real, but
exchanged for itself, in an uninterrupted circuit
without reference or circumference”.6 My
research delves into the reality and realism in
digital world, the authenticity of popular modes
of representation and the mechanism of digital
imaging. My project Robotic Eyes crowdsources
videos of people explaining computer vision
online to annotate a collective human effort
[play video here] of communicating the current
state of what a computer is capable to see and
to process, and reveal the mechanism behind
the black box. Computer vision, compared to
human vision, is still in an infantile stage where
further imminent development is desired. This
piece shows a wide array of ways computers
see the world by exposing the mechanism of
image processing and revealing the abstract
language they utilize for effective and efficient
communication. It unpacks the complex
happenings in the black box and immerses the
viewers in the everyday environments.

6

+

Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and
Simulation. (Ann Arbor: U of
Michigan, 1994), 5.
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Robotic Eyes, Video
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+Production 1:1

My project Production 1:1 investigates the
absence and excess of information an image
can contain compared to the reality it tries to

+

represent. They are counterparts but not twins.
I photographed bit by bit the cutting/production
area and then used Photoshop’s “photo-merge”

92

Production 1:1, Digital Print

+

function to automate the collage of all photos
into a Photoshop image representation of the
space and then printed the image in a 1:1 scale

to the actual space, in order to show glitches
and manifest how Photoshop makes sense of
the physical space through imaging.
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Roaming in the dark induces a sense of insecurity,
and the awareness of limited sight line and scope
of perception. As a graphic designer who tries
to transform the passive spectator’s role into a
critical insider’s position, I wrestle with the scheme
behind the screen and improvise within its logic and
limitation, which weirdly resembles the experience
of night roaming. The video piece Calling X emerges
from the desire to locate a tangible reference
point for the invisible data transmission process.
It stretches the speed of signal transmission of a
Skype call to match with that of a person driving
along the same distance, from Providence to
Boston. Through this juxtaposition, the 30-minutelong video visualizes and physicalizes the intangible
process of digital communication.

Night Roaming
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Calling X, Video
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1

Carol Strohecker

2

Cristoforo Magliozzi
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Designer & DIGITAL Tools
S What graphic design appeals to me is the sophisticated
use of language and form in a highly abstracted and
distilled manner. It requires a lot of intelligence to
communicate efficiently and effectively, which was
a challenge for me back then to express myself fully
and accurately with a mastery of form. RISD Graphic
Design is the best place for me and I wanted to be part
of the conversation. That’s what brought me here.

Interview with Carol Strohecker
Duration: 56’11”

Carol Strohecker is Vice Provost at the Rhode Island School
of Design (RISD). She is a founder of the SEAD network
for Sciences, Engineering, Arts and Design, spawned in 2011
through grants from the US National Science Foundation.
CAROL STROHECKER: So you are interested in software?

C That’s interesting to hear you explain that, because
SCARLETT XIN MENG: Yes. As a generation of digitally
when I was working in graphic design, I had a similar
native designers, we work with digital tools on a daily
motivation where I was really intrigued by how words
basis. I feel the urge to learn the logic and personality of
and images could work together. You know, whether
software and to know how digital tools really behave to
side by side—and then the context was very important
design better.
—or even literally, when they were merged as they might
do in a logo or a new alphabet or something like that.
C I think so too! It is very important. Maybe because
But it was this notion of precision in communication,
when I was studying, the graphic software had just
that we are really trying to let the form convey the idea.
become possible, and also the real-time interaction. So
there is a lot of emphasis on what you could do with
S We oftentimes see this power exploited for commercial
those new capabilities. But then, by 10 or 15 years later,
purposes. People mostly relate graphic design to
people started moving back to hardware and creating
advertising and its specific language. The department
things like electronic bricks that you could put together
store in UK, Selfridges, removed the words off the
and make different behaviors happen and put sensors
packaging of commodities in an event, but customers
with everything. It was funny because the evolution of
could still see the palette and shape to tell the brands.
media has started with hardware but everyone got so
It’s like a ghost image imprinted on our mind, a
excited that you could so much with software. But then
capitalist machine that manipulates our mind.
it was like it returned to hardware. It was with new
capabilities and with different emphasis. It went back
C Have you read much about human memory? Have you
and forth with hardware.
thought about it that way?
S The physical interaction of users has also become a
S Not particularly. It will be quite exciting to trace back
major topic in UI/UX, with emphasis on the interfacing
to the origin and see how human brain works.
aspect between technology and human.
C It is very individual, I think. But of course there are
C What interests brought you to RISD, and why did you
some general things too. That’s why so many people
choose graphic design?
would recognize.

+

112

S I try to avoid being didactic in my work but there is
always something that I want to inform or make people
aware of what they take for granted. So there is an
educational aspect. As an educator, how do you see the
difference between teaching a computer to learn and
teaching a human to learn?
C Well, teaching a computer to learn has meant different
things as computers have evolved. So in the beginning,
it was probably sufficient to say that it would be giving
a set of instructions and then a machine would carry
those out in the way it could. But now, there’s a notion
of machine learning, that is based on mathematics
of probability, and the definition of a rich context in
which the probability algorithm can function. Or so.
It’s much more complex, and of course the fields of
artificial intelligence and philosophy question that.
People spend a lot of time asking questions like how
close might we be to simulating human intelligence,
with IBM Watson and so on. That looked different over
the years. Also I used to be involved in that context,
because when I was at MIT, my doctoral advisor was
one of the co-founders of the artificial intelligence
lab at MIT. So of course he was very involved in these
questions. But it was a particular approach to AI that
people at MIT took. In that history, early on, there
were two people named Allen Newell and Herb Simon.
They went to Carnegie Mellon. In the 80’s and the
90’s, they had a very well-known computer system
that brought form to the idea they had about artificial
intelligence. They called it General Problem Solver. It’s
a very elaborate system that—you know, a whole family
of algorithms—but the idea was to try to solve complex
problems. And the system was very successfully
used for things like medical diagnosis and making
recommendations that would be used for investments
in Wall Street, things like this. That was good at doing
some very specific things, but it was not really trying
to model human intelligence as people at MIT were
doing. They were looking at real human beings and
looking at the work of developmental psychologist
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Jean Piaget. He was a Swiss child psychologist, looking
from a developmental perspective and trying to be very
precise in identifying moments of transition in children
as they would understand a situation in one way and
then because they grew a little bit they had some input
from the environment, maybe something they held and
manipulated and so on, they got to a different—I don’t
want to say cognitive level, although that was the way
it was articulated. Now people have different ways of
talking about these things. It’s a certain kind of growth,
a certain kind of conceptual growth, conceptual
development. That’s what the MIT researchers were
trying to model through their algorithms. So then,
if you gave that machine a problem, it would have a
different way of operating on them if you gave the same
problem to the machine at Carnegie Mellon which
was more script-based. It was very complex. Because
of the complexity, there were a lot of things it could
address. I wouldn’t use the word organic, but it was a
different kind of approach at MIT, because there was all
that research into human thinking, and the question
of how could we build a model of that in software.
Then it also lent itself to application in education as
well, but the model really had a lot more to do with
learning than with teaching. That’s very important.
It was focusing on these developmental processes in
a given mind and how that mind is growing, but then
also how the growth is happening through interaction
with the environment. I was interested in supporting
that. Then my interest in communication, it was
always dancing on that line between communication
and—I don’t even like to say education—I would say
learning. It’s a question of giving people information
that’s already formulated—and even to do that well, you
have to be really careful about in the decisions about
what word is it and what does the word look like and
what is the context, and all of those things. Then if you
want people to go beyond that—if that’s, in a way, just
a starting point, and then they will use that as they’re
forming new ideas that grow from that—then you
have to take more of an environmental approach. That

+

+

you described where you give it something, and then
it’s performing these operations and it gives something
back out. It’s more complex because you’re giving it a lot
of inputs. Each of these bones you put into the creatures
becomes one of those inputs, so then the algorithm has
to reconcile all of that, but it’s the same idea.

was the kind of thinking that helped me to shape the
software that I made. Now—you know, it could be done
as an app on a phone now. It took a huge computer at
the time.

S I saw some computational tools you created back then.
They are like prototype researches for more advanced
applications we’re using now. They might be considered
commonplace nowadays, but back then, it must have
been a huge challenge even to come up with the idea.

S People are using the metaphor of if/then statement in
programming—if this, then do that.
C That’s called conditional.

C It was. It was hard. You’re right. Now I think it would
be pretty straightforward. Here, for example, in this
environment—it’s considered an environment because
there are so many things you can do (https://www.
carolstrohecker.info/ProjectPages/bones.html). It’s
this physical thing that happens because we’re on the
planet with gravity. When we’re walking, though,
we upset that balance, so in a way the walking is an
ongoing recovery of loss of balance, because you move
it back. That’s dynamic balance. That’s what this one

S Conditional, yeah. In artistic term, it is very postmodern and contextual, unlike modernism where a
work stands on its own in whichever context. All these
ideas are intertwined in intricate ways. It’s always
fascinating for me to reach out and see how other
disciplines are responding to similar ideas or issues.

Carol Strohecker, Bones

C I agree. I understand. In sort of the history of
computing or the history of ideas, that if/then, by some
view, that’s more sophisticated than the straightforward
instruction because this one is acknowledging that
there might be different conditions and we have to take
those into account. Then in the history of computing,
there’s something even beyond that. This would now be
considered the more elementary because now we would
look more at probabilities. The algorithm wouldn’t
accept just a basic two-line formulation, if this, then
do that. It would be able to accommodate many more
inputs and be able to deliver many then’s, many possible
then’s based on more subtlety in the conditions.

was showing. In the algorithm when you put together
these bones, the way this algorithm works is each of
these bones is associated with a certain number which
represents its weight or its mass, and then when you put
them all together, the algorithm adds them up and then
it uses that number when it’s making that projection.
It uses that number to figure out where the center
is, and then it can make the projection to the base.
That’s a kind of algorithm. In a way, it’s doing what
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S It sounds really fascinating and seems closer to human
mind and our actual way of thinking.
C Exactly, because we’re very complex. We have a lot of
indeterminacy like when we do things in response to
things, and the behavior is not always if this, then do
that. It’s not like a black and white anymore. There are
so many things happening in the grey area.
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S It reminds me that you talked about how different
components intervene and affect the center of gravity,
the center of mass.

The Climate Leader, C-Roads

C Yeah, it is a way of handling the complexity. I want
to show you something. This group is working with
more complex simulations in this thing called Climate
Interactive (https://www.climateinteractive.org). This
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S He’s really into the idea of using digital tools to produce
graphic output.
C Yeah, and an important concept in that work is a
notion of modularity. It’s like a bundle of instructions,
you know, so it keeps getting more and more complex—
but then there are these tools that you can use to
manage that and keep it together. It was just a kind of
programming that I was doing.
S I see a lot of algorithm-based notion that pervades
multiple design disciplines nowadays. Say, using
Processing to produce graphics, Grasshopper to
produce parametric architecture in which it almost
feels the human element is missing in the design output
of such processes. I’m wondering about your take on
this happening.
C We have to look at each given output and then ask
that question, I think, because to me it depends what
people are doing with it. In the work that was I doing,
I was never thinking of something as being out of a
context with a person. It always had to do with how
the person would be relating to that object and what
they would be doing with it, and how their thinking
would be changing as they interacted with it. That’s a
certain kind of preference, but not everyone is using
programming for that kind of goal.

lets you play with carbon emissions where you have
such a complex set of inputs. They give you a way of
controlling these different things. Ocean sensitivity,
carbon dioxide, fertilization, emissions from biological
activity or from permafrost. You can set all of these,
and then let a given set of conditions play out over
time—because it’s an acknowledgement that even all
of those conditions, as complex as that is in a given
moment, are still not enough to capture what would
happen in the real world because they would continue
S Traditionally, buildings are designed responding to the
to interact over time. These simulations are a way of
physical context and the human scale. But it is also
capturing a lot of that complexity, and the algorithms
legitimate to think that object buildings which are out
would have to deal with… Basically, they’re using a lot of
of context could inform the future of urbanization.
mathematical equations to try to express the variables
and how these things interact. That’s much more
C What’s an example of an object like that?
complicated than what I was working on when I was
making those things. To answer your earlier question
S I’m thinking parametric architectural design, which is
about the manner of inputs and outputs, it was really
created based on algorithmic thinking. The designers
this notion of a framework, the modular coding. I know
situate a fancy-looking object building generated by
people in graphic design are doing this. John Caserta
mathematics as an end product to make it a landmark
would be doing this kind of stuff.
for tourist attraction.
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+C I see what you’re saying. They’re not taking it
much beyond the tool. They’re using that as the
aesthetic. That seems like a cop out.
S The tools really define the language of such design.
They open up and also reshape our imagination of
the world. The whole process is alien in a lot of ways,
but also becomes a fashion in contemporary design
practice. People are more and more engaged with
computation when they design today.

C I think people now would have more of a concept of
evolution, so creating conditions for the computer to
evolve knowledge or something like that.
S How do you communicate with a broader audience who
have no prior knowledge in technology? I personally
find it a challenge to use the right words and metaphors
to make things more accessible. It’s a challenge both for
phrasing and also a challenge for the work we produce.
Sometimes it becomes an internal thing, which could
be very limiting.

C I see. I agree. Maybe it’s generative modeling.

Paramatric Design

C Yeah, I think you’ve captured what I was going to point
S This is a good example. It has a very specific design
out, that just—if we were to try to translate our own
language shaped by the software. It’s also amazing
understanding to a modality such as a graphical form,
to see how technology has developed in such speed,
that’s already difficult in some way. Then if we want
meaning that the tools we fancy or find experimental at
other people to be able to see that graphical form,
the moment are going to be outdated very soon.
then that’s another layer of the problem. We have to
know who they are. It can’t just be this kind of abstract
nothingness out there, and here we put the form. We
really have to have a sense of who are the people who
are coming to it and what kinds of expectations do
they have and what kinds of experiences do they have
and what kinds of forms have they already seen, so
we can start to look at maybe what metaphors do we
share or what vernaculars, what kinds of symbols and
so on, what we have in common. Then still, that’s just
a starting point, then it only can begin there. I think
it happens too often that we don’t even take that basic
C Right, and that’s why when we talk about education, we
step because we’re so overwhelmed by how hard it is just
say it’s so important not just to think about learning
to make that initial translation, even. That question of
particular software or developing those skills or
audience is really important.
something, but being able to understand the concepts
so you can recognize them in a different guise and a
S How do we make something that meets our need to
different context—but also the ability to learn. That’s
make that initial translation, and also has enough value
really the most important skill.
for educational purposes for the general public?
S Yeah. A lot of design thinking involves this word
resilience, the ability to respond to different kinds
of environments and possibilities that have not been
rendered in the moment yet.

+

C I think my particular belief is that people make their
own meaning, so we can’t just give it to them, even if
we’re the best designers in the world and we know how
to make that translation and we know how to choose
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the metaphor and all those things. Still, the person
S Many tools have their own autonomy and way of
coming to it needs to work with it somehow. They need
generating things. Although I still maintain certain
to create something with it. Learning is a very creative
authorship when I give them the input, the command,
process. There needs to be a change. There needs to be a
but then the things they produce could be really
difference between the concept, their understanding of
surprising oftentimes. Glitches can be interesting too.
that concept of the initial encounter when they first see
that translation. Then even a moment later, they have
C That’s true. I think it’s important to understand how
done something with it. That’s a question. It’s not so
the tool is working. If we were to look at a literature
much what are we giving them to look at, but what are
course, a great work of literature, we can read it for the
we giving them to do something with what they see.
story—but when we really feel we have an appreciation
of it is when we think about what the author was
It’s like giving some sort of input, and then they can
doing. We say, look how they chose the name for that
deal with it and produce infinite output themselves.
character and look how they waited until chapter 12
before they let this happen to this character when it
Exactly. There’s nothing we can do about that. It will
could have happened in chapter three—but why was it
happen anyway. We may as well acknowledge it and try
better to wait so long and what did they do? It’s when
to figure out how to work with it, how to feed it.
we think about it in terms of the process of making it
that we really have an appreciation for why it’s good.
What would be your advice for young designers working
I think it’s the same with these, even though it seems
with digital tools?
like magic at times—they’re spitting out these outputs
and everything—there’s a way that it’s doing it that can
It depends on what you’re trying to do, what you’re
be beneficial to understand. If we want to use the tool
trying to make, or what you’re trying to say. Different
to its best benefit, we can probably do that when we
tools will be better suited to different purposes. I
understand how it’s working. Also, we are not the only
think the tools have become so complicated and so
one engaging with it—all the other people are making
sophisticated that for a while it seems like learning
the form, too, as they encounter it.
the tool is the end in itself—but, of course, it’s not. We
only want to use that to do this other communicating
S Thank you so much for this wonderful conversation!
and educating that we’ve been talking about. It really
requires being able to get past that. That doesn’t mean C You’re welcome! I’ve been enjoying it too.
quickly learning all of the tools. It might be you don’t
need all of it, but being able to discern what do you
need, and then just using that very well.

S I totally agree. The ability to use these tools is not the
end but to develop more imagination without being
conditioned by the tool.
C Exactly. It does take time though. There is a learning
curve there, but hopefully people won’t spend all of their
time swimming through that trying to learn the tool.
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Machine perspective
Interview with Cristoforo Magliozzi
Duration: 40’17”

Cristoforo is a filmmaker, researcher, and designer who aspires
to galvanize social change by making films that integrate
participatory methods from civic technology and multimodal
art practice. Cris presently is a principal researcher with
metaLAB (at) Harvard.
Cristoforo Magliozzi: Some of your attention
to simulacra and notions of virtuality reminds me of
a series of essays I actually read by an Italian author
who just died, a semiotician, Umberto Eco. He wrote a
compilation of essays called “Travels in Hyperreality.”
SCARLETT XIN MENG: Oh, nice reference!
C There’s some resonance there with some of the stuff you
wrote. I’m eager to hear from you what stage you’re at
in your thesis and what you’re working through.
S Right now I’m in the process of compiling past projects
and producing new projects to make a cohesive
argument about my design research and practice. I am
trying to figure out a clear thread that ties everything
together, in which the projects help articulate my
thesis idea around analog versus digital, human versus
machine, which could potentially inform my future
practice beyond grad school. I remember in your email,
you briefly mentioned Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie
Camera. Could you share with me a bit more how you
began to explore the machine perspectives?
C 	For me, machine perspective began as an adventure in
finding existing media modes insufficient to tell some
of the stories I wanted to tell. I did my undergraduate
degree in comparative literature and I was really

+
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interested in the possibility of nonlinear narrative. A
lot of people think of nonlinear narrative as a gimmick
like the “Choose Your Own Adventure” novels.I was
interested in a nonlinear narrative in which rather
than showing the central conceit and revealing its
limitations, it would bury the machinations by which
it operates. In other words it would keep the man
behind the curtain, to allude to The Wizard of Oz, to
keep the sense of magic and awe in tact. You would just
be responding to this adaptive experience that responds
to variables cued by your surroundings, character, or
interests. Things that will have novel surprises and
caterings based on the individual and the situation.
That was when I first started looking at computer
science approaches to tell some of the stories I wanted
to tell. This was before they started producing a lot of
iPad apps that do this. In some ways, a lot of it invokes
the 90s-style video game where you’re pointing and
clicking around. You have the sense of open exploration
and the well-designed ones don’t necessarily give
you a sense of where the bounds are in your field of
exploration. Anyway, through the course of this I
wanted to write a nonlinear story and in the course of
doing so, I realized how quickly one can amass all these
different branches and all these different variables. You
quickly end up with, essentially, a database. Being more
visually inclined than I was a writer, and following up
my undergraduate degree with a lot of video work, I
started thinking about, “What would it look like to
do something like this with video and have a series
of branching pathways?” Retroactively, I’ve come to
discover Lev Manovich’s writings on the database and
that’s pretty common literature in the space right now.
I think there’s a lot of potential past that that we’re just
getting to touch on. The idea of getting the machine
perspective was, “What ways can we use technology
as a prosthesis? What ways can we use technology to

Dziga Vertov, Man with a Movie Camera
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extend our view?” Not just extend our view in terms of
bringing us to great heights or bringing us into small
places, or magnifying things in ways that we otherwise
couldn’t. Also, fundamentally changing the amount
of things that we can view in a period of time. The
manipulation of time has been of great interest to me.

prototype compared to what I wanted to do. It was a
gesture toward using this archive of media that we built
up over the course of producing the main documentary
there, thinking about where one might divert and
how one might do that thematically. This, in a way,
dialogues with what Vertov does in Man with a Movie
Camera. When I was studying literature, I was studying
writers like Italo Calvino. In If on a winter’s night a
traveler, he’s doing all this cataloging of, “You might be
doing this, or you might be doing that, you might be
doing this, or—wait!” The book hits a point to which
you respond, “Oh, that’s me!” To get there, it’s also this
constant series of misfires, where you think, “Well,
that’s not me. Oh, that’s not me. Oh, that’s not me.
Oh, wait!” In Vertov, in A Man with a Movie Camera, he’s
similarly cataloging, but doing so with visuals. We’re
jumping through both space and time in a way that we
couldn’t physically do without this prosthesis that an
edited film can bring. He’s showing all these different
patterns of life and patterns of interaction between
human and machine that ultimately allows us to see
patterns that we wouldn’t be able to see otherwise. To

S Sounds fascinating.
C That’s where some of the early thinking behind Cold
Storage was for me. Though the premise of that film
grew out of a book by my colleagues, Jeffrey Schnapp
and Matthew Battles, The Library Beyond the Book, I
was most interested in what would happen if we had
a lot of sub-narratives that no single person would
necessarily want to explore, but having some kind of
guiding, overarching story that gave jump-off points.
The notion was to include the film in a broader
interface of its production artifacts and precedents
where you’re not just met with a grid of media that
leaves you asking, “Where do I go?” I think it doesn’t
necessarily fully succeed at that. It was a very crude
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Sometimes machines seem like magic and sometimes
they have glitch and fault. Either mode opens up new
narrative potential.

Italo Calvino, If a winter’s night a traveler

S I’m particularly interested in how you make the
connection of nonlinear perspectives between the
verbal narrative and the visual narrative in finding
alternative ways to tell stories. It reminds me of
hyperlink fiction, a similar scenario to “Choose Your
Own Adventure.” You navigate from one URL to
another to piece together fragments of a narrative. It’s a
very Borgesian idea. All the possibilities are networked
together, but it’s really hard to fully grasp the big
picture until you reach an end or something close.

me, that’s the real power. To develop an expertise or a
really strong sense of anything, you have to see enough
of something in that category to understand some
unspoken truths or fundamental aspects of it that you
intuit through exposure. You can design a narrative
that brings someone up to speed in a short order
without telling them, “This is what I want you to see.
This is the argument.” Rather, you show them all these
things and the inevitable conclusion is, “Oh, look, this
is how the dots connect.” When people tell themselves
that story, I think it’s a lot more powerful. The interest
in machine viewpoints for me is how can we break out
of someone’s typical perspective enough in novel ways
to help make different tangents connect—such that
all the obliquities somehow circle up to create a kind
of new perspective for the viewer. Though as a maker,
I think it is important to understand what’s behind
the curtain. To understand the possibilities and the
constraints of a tool, machine or otherwise, allows
one to express ideas with it in more animated ways.
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C Many “Choose Your Own Adventure” paperbacks
came out in the 80s and 90s in this mode. “Flip to
page 97.” You would make your choice and then you
would flip to the page accordingly. As you were saying
with the hyperlink adventures, the well wasn’t all that
deep and it was very easy to tap the bottom and have
an unsatisfying experience. You realize, “You gave me
four choices and I wanted to make a fifth choice that
wasn’t here.” You’re actively realizing that and it takes
you out of the immersion of it. Also, because it doesn’t
necessarily let you follow through the trains of thought
that you might have had. I think a strong narrative of
that sort should allow the door to continue to be open
when you get to the conclusion rather than shutting it
and you’re like, “All right. That’s it.”
S People lose interest in the process when they realize
they can never fully get the big picture of the labyrinth.
There’s no payoff at that point, or maybe never.
C Part of it is, there’re also different types of payoff.
For some people, you get to the end of a film, like
“Inception,” and you see the spinning top and you’re
like, “Well, is he in a dream or isn’t he?” Some people
hate that open-endedness. On the other hand, when
you hit an open end like that, it encourages you to
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S All those clashing narratives of the same event told by
different people.
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C Yeah. There are points where the testimonials, given
before a tribunal, don’t line up. Until that point, you’re
like, “Oh, you know, this all completes a puzzle.” Then,
once you realize the jigsaw edges don’t quite align,
you have to decide. Who do you think is believable or
how would you judge this? Then that brings in this
element of participatory viewing that you might not
get otherwise.

S Relating that to the visual part, I personally find it
really exciting when the machines or digital imaging
processes produce glitches that don’t line up. There are
potential stories that could be told with those moments
instead of a definitive linear narrative.
C One thing I love about machine aesthetic is the kind of
shots where you’re not a hundred percent sure whether
what you’re viewing is a conscious choice of the artist,
or an interference of code or bandwidth.
S Bad signal or something.
C Yeah. I think often what we see is either someone goes
headfirst into it like, “I’m mimicking what happens

Floor Plan of the Harvard Depository

debate what you think happened or discuss what you
think should have happened, or might have happened,
outside of the bounds of that medium. It starts
conversation. It has an extended life in that way, even
if the film itself doesn’t tie up the neat ends. When I
was studying literature, it was thinking about what
kind of devices create this open-endedness or duality.
I studied a lot of narratives with unreliable narration
in both written form and in film. In written form,
Zeno’s Conscience by Italo Svevo was one book I looked
at. It’s framed through an account this guy’s written
to his psychiatrist and the psychiatrist knows that
he’s not giving him the full truth. The character halfacknowledges that he’s not giving the full truth, but
it’s the only truth you have to work with. You have to
deduce, “When is he telling it like it is and when is he
distorting the truth because he knows the psychiatrist
is going to be reading this and he cares about what he
thinks of him.” In cinema, Akira Kurosawa’s Rashomon
is a great example using testimonials surrounding the
murder of a samurai.
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when the computer doesn’t work,” or you get something
that’s evidently completely nonfunctional and you’re
like, “All right, they didn’t mean for this to happen.”
I think to strike the middle ground, where someone’s
sitting there scratching their head and they’re like, “Well
these images are all like I expected, but this one...” I
think it’s that deviation from the pattern, the moments
that make you question, that invite you into the story
and give emphasis to the story you tell yourself. When
you start asking yourself more questions, I think it
empowers the aesthetic to grow beyond the origin story.

S Exactly. Outputs from machine perspective, or things
innate to machine views in general, really elicit a
lot of curiosities right now. In your case, the drone
videography. It’s a very immediate and effective way to
give viewers a different perspective to look at. What
might be the challenges or benefits of looking at high
altitudes with a warped angle, and all those uncanny
sceneries you’ve encountered?

meta LAB (at) Harvard, Cold Storage

C The first intended use—the reason we got the drone for
the lab—was because I knew that I wanted to shoot the
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Harvard Depository from above because in learning
about the facility, I knew it had been built in these
modular chunks and that there are these hard divisions
where the architecture had expanded. I had this
imagery in my head from hearing the description, and
I’m like, “It’s kind of like the watertight compartments
on the Titanic.” When my colleague Jeffrey, Founder
of metaLAB and Producer on the film, sought out and
obtained a blueprint of the facility, we could see that
this compartmentalization showed up pretty distinctly
in the architectural drawings. The blueprint ultimately
worked its way into the web interface, but the only way
you can really see the modular relationship as clearly as
the blueprint on site is to get above the building. If you
get just above the building, you’re too close to actually
see the partitioning, so you’re going to have to really get
high up. That’s when we were like, “Let’s get a drone.”
That’s how that all started. Projects or experiments
using the drone that we’ve done since have similarly
been aimed to try and see certain things that we
hypothesized about, but couldn’t see on the ground. The
Eye of the Storm piece had most of its appeal in evoking,
“They’re shooting in the snow over Harvard’s campus!”

but the question we had when we launched the shoot
was in response to the sharp contrast between all the
snow on the ground and the pathways and roadways
that people were walking and driving on. Harvard Yard,
in particular, has a number of pathways that have been
rewritten and grassed over and paved over time. You get
several hundred years worth the most efficient paths
from one building to another that people have trod,
and ultimately, that the University conceded to pave
because the grass wasn’t growing. The thought was to
get a sense of that from above. Yes, you can see it on the
maps but I think the ideal case, which a limited battery
on the drone flight wouldn’t allow, would be to hover
up there and get a time-lapse of people’s movement—to
be able to track that over time, even if it’s for a short
period of time. It would be to get a sense of, “What are
the most trodden paths? What are the ones that are
abandoned?” Right now, our limitation on flying—it
can only fly 20 minutes at a time—prevents this. If
you want to do a time-lapse, it involves landing the
drone, changing the battery, sending it up again…and
then you’re not going to hit the exact same spot. Even
if you’re using software—we have software that can
fly the quadcopter with some autonomy and regulate
course—that’s still tricky. And in our case that short
video was shot mostly manually because Harvard is in
a no-fly zone, which disables the autonomous features.
The FAA actually has guidelines that now you can’t fly
within five or six miles of an airport. There’s a lot of
debate and policy battles over this right now, but that’s
a whole tangent I could go off on. But there’s always
a little bit of resistance, in pushing to use imaging
technologies which grant new access to vantage points
and information—there seems to always be a period
when they have not yet found widespread acceptance
or fully established best practices. It’s funny because
it’s almost as though the better you get at it, the
more under the gun you get. The more wrong kind
of attention. The person who crashes a drone on the
White House lawn or sends it up into a firework show,
they get a little slap on the wrist and that’s it. But if you
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were to knowingly fly for a Harvard lab where you’ve
already expressed enough understanding about the
law and the rules around it, you can’t play the “Oh, I
didn’t know I couldn’t do that” game. We’ve grounded
ourselves for awhile as some of the regulation decisions
play out.
S It’s hard to tell where the boundary is to be creative.

C There are moments during that wintry flight where it
was pretty difficult to avoid crossing from Harvard’s
private property over above to public space. Flying over
public space potentially carries other rules, regulations,
and guidelines. You’re previewing the video through a
fish-eye distorted lens and monitoring with the naked
eye from several hundred feet below so I couldn’t tell
you the exact point it’s hovering over at all times. Even
if I’m looking at it in the sky and I’m looking at what
the video’s sees, it’s hard to have that kind of precision.
Even if you’re using GPS guidance, that triangulation
is very imperfect. Your beacon’s going to jump all over
the place. There’s this sense of simultaneously seeing
something you couldn’t see, while not being certainty
about where you are. There’s a kind of superposition
of it or an uncertainty principle, if you don’t mind
the analogy to physics. It’s highly likely that it’s at
this point that the GPS dot is hitting most of the
time, but I don’t know in a given moment if that’s the
accurate point or that’s the anomalous one. You’re
guessing. I think, for me, that’s what makes the process
invigorating. Again, what I was trying to describe
earlier. You come to this glitch or this aspect of an
aesthetic… Yes, this is not a pipe. It’s a representation
of a pipe. But do we know the nature of this
representation, how it came to be, or even where it is?
Was it on that wall? Is this a JPEG or a TIFF? Is that a
glitch or was it not a glitch? I think those uncertainties
about the nature of what you’re looking help to spur
deeper questions. If you don’t know if the beacon for
the drone is the right spot, you start questioning, “Well,
what are the ethics of actually physically crossing
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that line? What is the culpability for a pilot who
doesn’t know where he is?” There’s a cascading series
of questions and I think the more questions one is
prompted to ask, the more you’re pulled into whatever
the experience is.

made: “What am I going to use to indicate speed here
and what am I going to make sure is crisp enough
that the figure is recognizable? I also recognize from
the altitude presented, there’re certain geometries
that the landscape present. I also am trying to induce
the sense of speed and so I’m going to force some
diagonals into the landscape that really gives you
the sense of convergence.” I love the balance between
representations that mirror what one would actually
experience and the appropriation of that reality by the
artist who hones in one on a facet and turn it in some
way to enhance some aspect of the ideas she’s trying to
express.” I love to find ways to use the imperfections in
representation inherent in the machines and tools we
use as one manner of artistic appropriation.

S The drone perspective is known as the god’s view,
something not usually experienced by human. These
drone images are captured by the mechanic eye in
the sky with a grander view and supposedly more
objectivity. Humans tend to make assumptions in
perceiving things and reconcile all these differences
that the machines don’t automatically. To me, that’s
why leaving all these moments of errors, glitches, and
mistakes becomes interesting. It reveals the personality
of the machine in digital imaging, both the process and
the production simultaneously.

S The imperfections?

C I think that it’s an important reminder of our fallibility
to show elements of process that we would otherwise
want to hide. I’m as guilty as trying to hide some of
the flaws as everyone else. In much of my drone work,
because of the point of view and what happens when
you speed up and slow down while flying, the rotors
come into frame. That’s something I tend to hide and
workaround by shooting at a higher resolution and
cropping the rotors out, or cutting the accelerations
and decelerations when the rotors enter frame
altogether. I think every process has those qualities.
One reason I find Italian futurism so compelling
is that it uses imperfections in the artist’s work to
reveal something about nature. There’s a painting by
Tullio Crali, Before the Parachute Opens. What I love
about that painting is when I look at it I think, “Well,
if it was truly representative of the motion blur of
falling through the sky, you wouldn’t have one arm
selectively blurred and the other so crisply focused.”
There’re are certain trailing effects I’m accustomed
to seeing, with the slow shutter speed of a camera
or if you’re light painting. It’s comparable to that.
I imagine deliberations on choices that the artist’s

C The imperfections. The rotors in the frame of a drone
shot or, some of the little glitches where it’s not
catching a nice, smooth rise, and find a way to embrace
that. When it’s an occasional thing you try to cover
up and when you can’t cover it up, then it’s viewed as
a mistake. If you recognize it as a limitation of the
medium and you fully embrace it, then it can breathe
a lot of character in the idea that suddenly what’s an
occasional glitch because someone’s thumb isn’t doing
a good job on the radio control sticks suddenly breathes
with the character of a kinetic being swiveling with
attention deficit. It’s keeps looking everywhere and it’s
kind of shifty. You can start to embody the camera with
a personality. For me, that’s part of creating a machine
perspective. It’s not just creating something that is so
detached and mechanical that we can’t relate to it, but
lending it enough qualities that we can see ourselves
in it—then it takes on a sense of the uncanny. I seek
images that suggest to the viewer, “I know I would never
have that perspective, but I could see someone looking
around in that way.” Granted, part of that effect is
created through the artist’s subjectivity translated ino
the machine as a prosthesis. That personality inevitably

+
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works its way in, or the proxy character that you’re
thinking of in your mind inevitably makes its way
through in some aspects.

something that really preoccupies a lot of their time.
Then there are the creatives who are happy to be left
anonymous or off of the credit roll, or even insist on
it—for them the impact and the ripple effects of the
work is where all the reward lies. They don’t want their
self of sense or ego to overshadow what the work can
be. I’m really inspired by that. The idea of producing
work in which following its making you get out of the
way and people will remember the work, but won’t
necessarily remember you. At the same time, to survive
professionally, you can’t totally do that, because when
people respond to a work, at some point you have
to say, “That was me, so please fund my next thing,
please.” If you complete work in the shadows, it’s really
something if you can manage to create a reputation
with a focus that doesn’t highlight you as much as
it does the aesthetic. I’m inspired by the Banksy
sorts, who create a persona that stands for the work.
I often wonder about ways of creating these proxies
or intermediaries. For me, I don’t use a stage name,
but I think of the camera as the stand in. I like films
because there’s more flexibility in convention in how
the credits are formatted—unlike a book where you’re
like, “Oh, it’s by so-and-so,” and by the first page you
have a named author, even if it’s a pseudonym. Some
films do foreground the director or a creator’s name
but it’s also common for a filmmaker to leave crediting
themselves to the end. I like that, seems more attuned
to guiding the viewer to the next project. “All right,
I’ve seen this thing. I want to see other work that’s
like this.” The end credits are like a business card:
“You can look at more work by this cinematographer
or this director. If you really like the dialogue, here’s
the screenwriter.” Then it becomes more of searching
through a table of contents, or an index of a broader
set of collaborators, rather than a singular notion of
authorship up in lights..

S I did some experiments around that through the
process of automation, letting go my control to let the
machines do what it can do. Then they produce both
rigidity and imperfection. In my project Production 1:1, I
use several photographs that I took of a huge cutting/
production table. Then I use photomerge function
in Photoshop to produce an image of the same table
with glitches from the process and reprint that image
in the real size of the table—both the correct data and
excessive information. It’s like treating machines as
humans who make errors, who have personalities, who
do things in their particular ways that we can probably
predict but cannot fully control all the time.
C The stitching error is something that, right now, beyond
putting panoramas together, is pretty prominent in
the emerging virtual reality and 360° video spaces. I
love it, because you can tell they’re trying to erase the
filmmaker, or the camera person, or the tripod from the
scene, and they don’t do it. There’re always traces, and
you can see “They kind of hastily Photoshopped that,”
or you get these blurry ghosts and you can speculate
on, “What? Was that a leg? What that a tripod? Who
moved?” Yet, it’s something that you don’t necessarily
see unless you take the time to really look around and
look close to yourself in the VR environment.
S It’s related to the idea of authorship. You see the ghost
image of the author, but then the machine is coauthoring. They coexist in the same scenario, and it
becomes really hard to tell “Who’s more important?”
“Does it even matter?” All those questions.
C There are people for whom making themselves known
as an author is really important. There are people I’ve
worked with who spend a lot of time deliberating on
how big their name should be on a flyer and that’s

S Usually the credit goes to a group of people instead of
one individual. I like its collaborative nature. Even just
between human and machine, as I was talking about.
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Who knows, maybe some sort of artificial intelligence
could be our assistant in the future that actually
produces a more prominent part of a project.

lens flare is the result. Now one can coat lenses in a way
that you’ll never see that, but you have filmmakers who
are actively stripping off the coating because they want
to get that effect.

C It’s interesting. There’s all this talk about the moment
of singularity, right?
S Right.
C At what point do you start crediting the machines?
Whether or not these are conscious machines, when
you start saying, “Oh, this was edited on such and such
a thing or shot with such and such a camera.” Some
people in small projects detail that, but you don’t really
see that in larger productions. The equipment is left
off. On one hand, it’s this sense of “Well, regardless
of the equipment, it’s the people who made this.” To
a large extent, that’s true, and in some ways it’s even
productive to leave the equipment off because people
assume, “Oh, they needed a $30,000 camera to do this”
and it’s like, “Well, it was actually shot on an iPhone
5.” There’s this sense of the machine does all the work.
While there’s some truth that there are certain effects
enabled because this machine can do a certain function
or there are certain distortions or apparitions that
are the result of shooting something. Take lens flare,
as an optical phenomenon. Granted, now they add a
lot of those in digitally, especially if you’re J.J. Abrams,
who’s spoken with self-awareness of his past gratuitous
use. But it’s also an artifact that came out of the way
things were shot. Filmmakers using anamorphic lenses
would, as an artifact of the optical qualities of the
process, packed an extra wide image into a narrower
frame and then stretch it out after the fact. The lens
flare would also get stretched out and style of lens flare
that manifests as a horizontal band was an artifact of
that process. Lens flares more generally often appear as
a series of circles that you see when you pan across the
sun or a strong light source. That effect occurs because
there are multiple glass elements in the lens. There’re
some moments where the light bounces around and

+

S The mechanism of production is always downplayed
in so many ways. The reason why we don’t credit our
software programs or digital tools we use might be the
huge emphasis on intelligence and ideation instead of
the execution and production of the idea. Yet there is
a lot of intelligence coming from the making with our
computer and software.
C I feel that there’s a crossover point where, for better
or worse, we start seeing the person less and the
mechanism more. I think what does translate does
so along an axis of scale, and the other is an axis of
proximity. As soon as a production has 500 people
working on it, you understand there was a large
collective output, but you don’t recognize that 500
people worked on it. You know that, “Oh, this was a
Christopher Nolan picture” or “Oh, this was written
by the Coen Brothers” or “Oh, this stars Leonardo
DiCaprio.” You start recognizing a limited few extreme
cases and the majority of contributors are just not
recognized even if their names are listed. That’s an
interesting quality of scale and how we batch process
information. Whether it’s a number of people or a
set of machines, when you get to scale, we can fail to
recognize the individual or see the numbers as truly
representative of humans. It’s an issue inherent in
labor practices overseas and a number of factory labor
condition problems. It’s a problem every time you see
a number on a screen in a documentary, where after a
posted statistic somewhere rattling in your head is the
realization that, “I don’t know what 3.2 million people
looks like. Put a face on it for me.” There’s something to
that that I think was also one of the motivations of how
I shot Cold Storage. One of the first interviews I did was
with a worker as the facility who said, “In the ideal case
scenario, people on campus don’t know that we exist.”
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I thought, “Wow, that’s an interesting way to think
about your job.” That you’re doing your job well enough
that it’s a completely seamless process. Yet, it’s a process
that has seams. I think knowing what those seams are
can give us a greater appreciation. That appreciation
gives us an enhanced sense of stewardship for whatever
the resource or whatever the environment is. It gives us
a sense of proximity. Of connection.
S Educating people on that is definitely necessary to
appreciate better the nature of the project and also
what we are dealing with.
C Have you seen Powers of Ten by Charles and Ray Eames?
S Yes. The micro to macro scale shift.
C Yeah. Using that as a jump-off point, or reference point,
it’s always been a curiosity to me if you took a piece of
media and you tracked it back to origin after successive
origin after successive origin, to follow “this image to
this image was shot with this camera and this camera
was built at this factory and this factory was started by
so-and-so and so-and-so was led to do this because of
this invention or innovation by this other person.” How
far can you chase the chain back? To explore where we
see this glitch in an image, but neither the glitch nor
the image would have been possible without hundreds
of thousands of people after whose contributions over
time this is an evolved relative. Whether or not those
contributors intended for that, you can see paths of
influence and where they ultimately converge. Allowing
people to unpack many layers deep I think is something
we don’t really see often.

+

C The next steps in my work are actually trying to probe
the inverse space that I’ve trending in. I’ve spent a lot
of time where I look back and reflect, “Okay, I’ve made
a documentary with all these people and really made
a story that wasn’t about the people, it was about the
building they work in or a system they work within
and the process at hand.” Now, my challenge in going
forward, is how do I keep the uncanny and the surreal
aspects that can make a concrete building somewhat
interesting as I attempted in Cold Storage, yet also do
narrative justice to the people that work there and make
the film in a way that enables, empowers, and helps
organize the community that the story’s about. The films
I hope to make next are of more of a social change lean
and I am increasingly inspired by precedents in public art
from people like Antanas Mockus, who’s a former mayor
of Bogotá, Columbia. He approached and reduced traffic
violence by firing corrupt traffic cops and introducing
pantomimes with no actual authority to shame people.
Or, as part of a similar campaign, made cutouts of a
traffic cop that citizens could step into in order to direct
traffic. Anyway, I’m exploring more these instances
where people who would otherwise be documentary film
subjects instead have a deeper role in the process that
brings out their humanity rather then turning people
into a narrative pin on which to hang more abstracted
insights about a macro issue. I’m trying to look at the
other side of the coin and then hoping to synthesize my
sense of style as an artist between these schemes.
S Sounds awesome! Thank you so much for this wonderful
conversation.
C This was a pleasure to chat and I hope of some value
for you!

S Not even today, right?
C Yup.
S Do you have anything else you want to share? Maybe
regarding your next step or an imminent project.
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Spinning Beachball, Digital Print
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+Spinning Beachball
In Design and Crime, Hal Foster investigates the
desire, exalted during Art Nouveau, to infuse
subjectivity into every object surrounding us,
which leads to a perplexing dynamic dialectics
between use-value and art-value (or the
utilitarian and the aesthetic) of any object.7
This spinning beachball icon is one of the most
familiar image objects for computer users.8 It
is a promise of more information being loaded
and simultaneously the panic of freeze and
crash—a bad sign of the danger of data loss
in this process. In the data world, an image is
understood through the information each pixel
contains and its accuracy is affected the density
of pixels, dots per inch. I tested different levels
of pixelation for the spinning beachball to see
when it is still recognizable and when it stops to
be, and at what scales. I enlarge it to 8ft x 8ft,
that each pixel is half feet wide, to freeze the
moment of pixel loading on multiple surfaces and
play with perception in various distances. while
human eyes subjectively make assumptions and
adjust differences to make sense of what they
see, pixels have their very own defined territory
and information that won’t blend into each other
automatically.

7

+

Hal Foster, “Design and Crime,”
Design and Crime: and Other
Diatribes. (London/New York:
Verso, 2011), 13–26.

8

Artie Vierkant, “The Image Object
Post-Internet.” January 1, 2010.
http://jstchillin.org/artie/pdf/
The_Image_Object_Post-Internet_
us.pdf. Accessed March 10, 2016.
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Image Credit—
Left: drawdownbooks, notborninjune, drchae
Right: risd.gd
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Site—GD Commons
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Flash Drive
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The action of “save as” takes place both online and offline like
breathing nowadays, and results in stockpiling everything we deem
deserving of a second or even a third glance. Rooted in the sense of
insecurity of memory loss, our attachment to data becomes a kind
of fetish—a celebration of the achievement of computer technology.
The hard drive now claims its ultimate status as a powerful
substitute to the human brain. As a digital storage device, it
faithfully archives every trace of action we operate on the computer
without prejudice, and builds a massive collection of personal digital
information, where we can retreat and retrieve. The data we have
previously saved and then quickly forgotten does not collect dust
overtime, but will be permanently sealed and appear nonexistent
until a chance encounter of keyword search in future moments.

We own the hard drive but cannot fully access the entirety of
information it contains. As human, we forget.
A hard drive could be embedded in the computer, or could be
external and prosthetic to extend the existing memory place into
disjunct places we back up, transfer, and remove. The physical size
155
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+of a hard drive becomes exponentially smaller and smaller, with an
increasing capacity to store more and more information within it. It
is a memory database with a peculiar logic of organization that we
can customize only to a certain degree. My work collects materials
by using “save as,” takes screenshots with shortcuts and examines
browsing history and cache to shuffle and then sort again, in order
to re-establish an intimate relationship with digital materials saved
by me in the past. A more active and interactive authorship is
created as I enact the role of a personal portable flash drive in data
organization and system recovery by inserting my own voice into
projects of different kinds.

+
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Ends Never End, Pop-up Video / Website

+

+

Oblivious Database
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Christian Marclay, The Clock

+
In The Clock, the artist Christian Marclay
samples numerous excerpts of clock scenes
from the history of film and edits them into a 24hour long montage. Douglas Gordon’s 24 Hour
Psycho is a projection of Alfred Hitchcock’s
film Psycho slowed down to run for twenty-four
hours. None of them originate the contents but
create works through sheer manipulation to
express their own ideas. On the Internet, we
have acquired infinite access to information,
materials and tools for editing and remixing. This
strategy seems particularly relevant to graphic
designers whose creative input establishes
hierarchies and generates narratives through
laying out and curating visual and textual
elements on flat surfaces. With a collection of
ready-made and a set of given parameters, we
orchestrate the materials and claim ownership
of certain kind.
My project Ends Never End reedits a series of
end titles of films I have collected in my YouTube
view history into a new film with orchestrated
and choreographed pop-up windows of videos
to undermine the prescriptive function of an end
title. It maps out the typology of the end titles,
and offers a new reading of the subjects in this
functionally divergent and yet informatively
extended never-ending dataset.
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Ends Never End, Pop-up Video / Website

Postproduction v.2 reproduces Nicolas
Bourriaud’s entire book Postproduction by
reformatting the original text in a new language
system of CMYK color bars in InDesign.9 It
comments on the accessibility of academic
writing, and the deliberately structured systems
of terminologies and discourses that remain
highly exclusive and unwelcoming to a broader
audience. At the same time, it responds to
the new modes of creation and production in
contemporary art and design practice. Hito
Steyerl claims that our relation with production
has been drastically expanded: “We are not
after production. Rather, we are in a state
in which production is endlessly recycled,
repeated, copied, and multiplied, but potentially
also displaced, humbled, and renewed… It is
endlessly edited and recombined.”10 This is
the reality where my work is situated within,
where possibilities are endless and infinity is
pervasive. An object is in a perpetual state of
forming and deforming that critically examines
itself in relation to others, and oscillates
between different worlds affected by tools of
communication and modes of production.

9

+

Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction:
Culture as Screenplay: How Art
Reprograms the World (New York:
Lukas & Sternberg, 2005), 16.

10

Hito Steyerl, The Wretched of the
Screen (Berlin: Sternberg Press,
2012), 183.
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Postproduction v.2, Book

+Postproduction v.2
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Mapping Memory

Bell Andante, Video / Sound

How do we retrieve the sensibility of these
data collection and not treat them as cold and
detached information? The project Bell Andante
inquires into collective authorship, collective
memory, imaginative space and sensory
experience through borrowing the language of
sound visualization. It crowdsources the audio
contents from freesound.org with a key word
search of church bells, uploaded by anonymous
users all over the world onto the creative
commons. The collected audio clips are remixed
based on the sound visualization (color coding)
of the first and the last notes of each recording.
This time-based project recombines the logics
of the audio and its graphic visualization, and to
create a meditative experience that elicits multisensory responses from the audience, and the
non-linear sensibility around time and space.
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This sound piece also has a booklet compendium,
divided into three sections—Recollection, Reshuffle
and Revisit, which explains the methodology of the
project and illustrates all the contents included.

+

50 Great Walls (New York Edition) is a piece that
I return to the physical environment, the urban
landscape. I photograph the surface texture of
walls in New York City, lay them out in InDesign
in printmaking format, print them in large
sheets, scan it through a flatbed, and now show
it as a book-within-a-book. This process reveals
how my thesis constantly navigates through
different flat surfaces, either physical or digital,
affected by the tools at hand, and responds to
their very own language, texture and landscape.

50 Great Walls (New York Edition)
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Adobe Bridge

Sorting Cache

Data accumulation inevitably demands certain
system logic for storing and sorting, and
requires users to constantly troubleshoot and
re-examine the adequacy of any systematic
approach and our tools at hand. Adobe Bridge
is a program that caters to different needs
for categorizing files by introducing varied
organizational filters like keyword tags,
dates modified, aspect ratio etc. I use the full
alphabet of Futura, known as a geometrically
proportioned typeface, and export each letter
as a .png image file. I then re-organize the
images of the entire lowercase alphabet based
on different aspect ratios. Letters are treated
as a pure dataset with semantic implication
stripped down, but still invite viewers to read
them as acronyms of richer content.

abcdef
ghijklmn
opqrst
uvwxyz
+
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Bridging Futura, Interactive
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+GD Triennial Poster Catalog
My poster catalogue for 2015 RISD Graphic
Design Triennial (Document Room) chooses
to highlight names of the designers instead of
the images of the artworks to emphasize the
significance of the creators in the process of
documentation. The backside borrows the idea
of a contact sheet to list every image from each
designer’s original submission, and value their
own curated selection in my design.
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RISD Graphic Design Triennial Catalog, Print
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Detour
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A Glimpse of Side Views

Thesis Advising Letter

+

I designed this invitation letter by appropriating
the iMessage interface language with a large
smiley-face emoji collection.

Collaboration with Gertrude Stein
Noodlism

+

Helvetica, the most widely used typeface,
is known for being simplistic and neutral. I
extrude Helvetica letters into squiggly forms
to create a surreal and uncanny quality, which
defamiliarizes the most familiar typeface into
strangely unfamiliar objects.

+

+

I designed an alphabetical grid as a poetrymaking device for a Gertrude Stein quote:
“Why should a sequence of words be
anything but a pleasure?”
To experiment with how to translate concrete
poetry into a digital media format, I also tested
out a version of editing this poem/book into a
time-based video.

196

+

Modern Day Sisyphus
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In response to the movie Fast, Cheap and Out of
Control, this series of artist’s books experiment
with the book as a space of sectioned parts
(pages of progression), and invite metaphorical
interpretation of our reading experience.

Image Essay

+

Another Grapefruit

This image essay takes advantage of the infinite
scroll format of a webpage, and emphasizes
on the formal and thematic relations between
images. More information about each image
could be accessed through clicking on each one
of them, and viewers can move the contents
around to make up their own interpretive
connections between the images and the texts.

+

Another Grapefruit is a reproduction of Yoko
Ono’s artist book Grapefruit through Google
image search. It collects photos, scans and
various kinds of images of Grapefruit that have
been uploaded online and then reassembles all
the images into a new book in the same size and
sequence as the original.
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Perspectives on Contemporary Aesthetics

+

As the first book published by RISD’s own
press, RISD Shortruns, the book gathers
selected articles from the online academic
journal bearing the same name (www.
contempaesthetics.org). It takes the initial
concept of QR code from the clients Pradeep
Sharma and Yuriko Saito, and translates the
graphic language of QR code into structural

+

systems for dynamic layout, and utilizes QR
codes as functional means for ready access to
the original publication throughout the book.
These moments initiate the dialogue between
the analog and the digital, and provide active
reading experience for the readers.
[Under the Guidance of Nancy Skolos]
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Place, Nonplace: Staircasing

+

This booklet uses a graphic language to
describe different aspects of the staircases at
CIT in a progressive manner. On the first page, it
uses one line to describe the angle of staircases,
two lines the handrail on the second page, three
lines the rise on the third page, and it goes on. It
uses a systematic approach to gradually build
the complexity of articulating rich aspects of a
generic architectural space.

1. Angle
2. Handrail
3. Rise
4. Tread

5. Corner
6. Landing
7. Turns
8. Plan

9. Steps
10. One-Point Perspective
11. Perspective
12. Distance
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13. Baluster Filler
14. Circulation
15. Volume
16. Vertigo

+

1.

5.

2.
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3.
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+showgrid.show
+

Towards the end of thesis year, I collaborated
with Jessica Huang on the website design for
MFA graphic design thesis show “Show Grid.” In
our early sketches, we use a grided background
as a scaffolding structure to frame images and
writings into dynamic views in perspective. In the
final design, we use the grid to articulate a virtual
gallery space where the images and texts are
constantly distorted using perspective skew as
users pan the view and shift their perspectives
to look at our work.
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showgrid.show, Website
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Appendix
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Glossary
Access

Materiality

A means to enter or approach a defined domain.

The material quality of physical substance.

Computer Vision

Navigation

The way a computer processes and visualizes
information instructed by algorithms.

To travel on a particular route.

+

Postproduction

Deceptive Realism

[Nicolas Bourriaud’s term]

Representations that aim to convince and yet do
not disguise themselves as truth.

Creation or edit based on pre-existing artifacts.

Program

Digital Materiality
The material quality of digital objects and action.

To provide with coded instructions for automated
performance of a particular task.

If/Then

Realism

[Programming Language]

The state of being accurate and objective in
depiction and representation.

The contextual shift and its conditional
responses to the change.

Illogic

Remix

Arbitrariness. Also glitch or error in logic.

To produce alternative interpretations by
altering the balance of the preset parameters.

Intervention

System Logic

Action taken to alter a course of events.

Operations under a rigid set of commands.
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